SOCIAL AND CULTURAL CONSIDERATIONS
FOR INTERNATIONAL OPERATIONS

Paul L Forrester
Aston Business School. U K.
Agon Universty
Birmingham B4 7ET
United Kingdom
Email: p.l.forrester@aston.ac.uk

KEYWORDS: culture, human resources, expatriatism, sociadization

Abstract: This paper provides an overview of factors that should be
considered when developing international operations strategies and, in
particular, the human resources needed to support such operations. The
paper will consider how models of national culture, which identify the sources
of difference, can shed light on effective practice.  Thus national
characteristics and culture will be explored as explanatory factors, and
empirical evidence will be used to illustrate these points. The paper will
finally explore the implications of people from different backgrounds and
cultures working together, as happens for example in the subsidiaries of
multinational corporations, in joint ventures and other strategic alliances, and
in the programmes of technology transfer these invoke.

Cultural Aspects of Operations Management

The operations manager, like any other manager, has to manage conflicts within the
organization, but these conflicts are heightened in the management of internationd operations
due to the different nationd cultures of the workforce. Managers therefore require an
undergtanding of the consequences of culturd differences in language, religion, vaue sysems,
cusoms and education in the cross-culturd organizations within which they are working.
Culturd factors are the least tangible but in some ways the most important of the factors which
internationa business mugt take into account.  Culture is defined by Czinkota et al. (1996) as
"an integrated system of learned behaviour patterns that are characteristic of the members of any
given society” (p.298). Thus culture can be seen as being made up of a number of dements:
language; religion; vaues and dtitudes, manners and customs, materid eements; aesthetics,



education; and socid inditutions.  These dements, and varidions in them from one nation or
region to another, can aso be viewed as the sources of culturd differences and conflict. This
has obvious implications both in the transfer of technology from one country to another, but dso
in the day to day operations of the factory.

S0, how can managers gain a greater understanding of the causes and consequences of cultura
differences? The answer is that there is no smple answer!  Classroom and private study may
cregte a basic awareness of cultures and their differences, but there is no subgtitute for actualy
vigting the regions within which one's company operates and experiencing a first hand the
prevaling culture. Research indeed suggests that international business managers place
emphasis and great importance on busness travel and assgnments oversess in order to
assmilate in their own minds the culturd differencesin different parts of the world.

A number of models have been developed in order to explain differences in behaviour between
cultures. One of these is the modd developed by Sheth and Sethi (1977) which has been
developed on the premise that internationa business activity should be seen as innovation and
producing change within the organization, both in the parent organization, the host country
operaions and in the people within the organization. It sees this change as determined by three
factors: the dominant cultural lifestyle of individuds in the organization; change agents and
strategic opinion leaders, both inditutions and individuds, and communication of innovation
whether this is from commercid organizations, government or socid interactions. Hofstede
(1984) ds0 explored the differences in culture and identified four dimensions of culture: power
distance; uncertainty avoidance; individualism and masculinity.

The Influence of Culture on Management Practices

Compardive international sudies of management normaly fal back on culture as the man
explanation for differences in practices and syles. In an attempt to understand and explore
these differences, scholars have attempted to develop clusters of countries on the bass of
culture (values and bdiefs). The semind work in this field is that of Hofstede (1984) who
studied the cultura consequences for the practice of management around the world.

Hofgtede defines culture as the collective menta programming of people in an environment.
This definition is based upon the premise that people in a culture are conditioned by the same
education and life experience. He argues that differences in employee motivation, management



dyle and organization dructures throughout the world can be attributed to different mentd
conditioning around the world.

Hofstede used the four variables we identified above in hisresearch :

Power distance: The degree to which individuas within a society accept differencesin
the distribution of power as reasonable and norma (i.e. the extent to which an unequa
distribution of power in society is accepted as legitimate).

Uncertainty avoidance: The extent to which members of a society fed uncomfortable
with and try to avoid gtuaions that they perceive as undgructured, unclear or
unpredictable (i.e. the degree to which society is threatened by uncertain Situations).

Individualism-collectivism:  The extent to which individuds concern themsdves with
their own interests and those of their immediate families as opposed to the interests of a
larger group (i.e. the loose- or tight-knit nature of society).

Masculinity-femininity: The extent to which a society emphasizes traditiond mde
values such as assartiveness, competitiveness and materia success rather than traditiona
femde vadues such as passvity, cooperation and fedings (i.e. dominance and
submission).

On the basis of the above Hofstede set about identifying different clusters and then andysing the
findings to provide lessons for internationa business managers. Hofstede' s framework enables
usto identify varigtionsin the culturd environmentsin the different parts of the world for afirm's
internationad manufacturing operations, and to analyse the implications of these differences for
the manager. Despite the importance and implications of culturd differences, it is an areawhich
is frequently misunderstood, even ignored, and therefore often presents problems for the
internationa manager. It isimportant that an internationd business recognizes and manages the
relationship between culture and competitive success. Firdly the reationship suggests that some
countries and cultures are more likely to produce viable international competitors. Secondly,
and as a consequence, the relationship between culture and competitive success has implications
for location and marketing decisons in internationd business.



Managing Human Resources in International Firms

We can view human resource management congderaions in terms of both structures and
processes within the firm. We can say that HRM is obvoudy more complex for an
internationally-operating than for a domestic business for the reasons highlighted above. A
domestic company usudly only employs nationds of its own country in managerid positions,
wheress internationd operations have three different sources of management personne: home
country nationds, host country nationals and third country nationds. In addition to managers a
firm dso has other employees. For the internationa firm these other employees are usudly
natives of the host country. Thus, an internationd operation may bring together persons from a
variety of culturd backgrounds to work together in one organization. One of the reasons for
assigning home country or third country nationals to managerid postionsin aforeign subsdiary
may be the inadequacy of the managerid skills of host country nationals. Another reason may
be the ethnocentric attitude of the headquarters personnel; that is, their preference for people of
there own culture in key postionsin aforeign subsdiary.

A further difference between a domedtic firm and an internationd operation is that the
subsidiaries of the business are physicaly more dispersed and digtant from their headquarters
than are the subsdiaries of a domegtic firm. As a result, operations managers in foreign
locations have to make quick on-site decisons without the benefit of consulting with
headquarters executives. Here, the effective functiond policies as guides to action are very
important. I the “right” people (executives) are provided with “proper” guidance (policies)
from the headquarters, they will be better able to respond to the demands from the locd
environment through effective decison making. Due to gregter varidions in environmentd
conditions and factors, internationa operations executives face a more complex set of problems
than their domestic country counterparts. These problems include their own unfamiliarity with
the locd culture and the changing economic and politica relations between the home and the
host countries.

Nationality, Identity and Culture

As we noted previoudy, nationd and cultura backgrounds and the socid environment within
which business takes place are particularly important condderations for the internationa
operations manager. This brings into play the issue of identity, the question of whether an
individua in an organization identifies with their nationdity, the company norms, their reigious or



socid norms, etc.  The nationa backgrounds of executives are important because of the
implications for the host country and the internationa operation. \When we mix executives and
employees from a variety culturd and nationd backgrounds, then we must start questioning the
effectiveness and the universdlity of management principles and theories.

There are questions of how the internationa business should:
Plan, organize and control the work that is done by people of different nationdities,
Manage, motivate, communicate with, and lead the people in the organization;
Sdect, train, and compensate its employess,
Evduate the performance of employees; and
Handle labour rdations, unionisation and collective bargaining.

In most internationd operations the nationdity mix of managers varies a different leves of the
organizationd hierarchy. Usudly the top levels of the hierarchy are staffed by home country
nationas, especidly the chief executive officer (CEO) and the chief financid officer (CFO). The
main reason behind this practice is the internationa operation's desire to control the operations
of foreign subsdiaries more closdy. This practice dso makes it easier for the top executives of
an internationd firm to communicate with and manage the executives of the subsdiary. At this
point the principles and theories of management are universa. We know how to manage these
people, and the consequences of our behaviour, that is whether our managing and leadership
dars are effective or not, are known. However, employment of expatriates causes many
problems for the individua assigned to the job, such as the stresses of adapting to a foreign
culture, stresses on family life, changes in the career plans, and so forth.  This is mainly the
falure of the individud to do the assgnment, but when the reason for falure is overcome there
are anumber of benefits for the firm using expatriates:

Control: the company needs to be represented, at least symbalicdly, in the subsdiary by home
nation expatriates.

Trust: the firm may have more trugt in a manager from the home nation because hogt nation
nationals may have a conflict between their interests and the company's interests.

Saffing: thefirm may need to fill apogtion for which there is a shortage of locd taent.

Management development: by assgning home country executives to foreign subsdiaries, the
company provides a vauable internationa experience to these managers.



Organizational development: every corporation has an organizationd culture independent of
its home and host countries. By transferring managers around the world, a firm can socidise
localsinto the company culture.

Socialization and Expatriatism

The sdection and training procedure is an important determinant of the success of expatriate
managers when they arrive in the foreign country. Mendenhal and Oddou (1985) report a 40%
falure rate for expatriates on their assgnments. Such a high failure rate questions whether firms
are gpproaching the problem of sdection and socidization too narrowly: they seem prone to
select managers who are successful in their domestic operations, but then assign them to foreign
assgnments with little regard to the complex issuesinvolved in switching cultures. The sdecting,
training and assigning of expatriates must be considered as part of a broader concept of
expatriate development and the socidisation process. If firms use such an integrated approach
to the internationa placement of its managers, then the high failure rate of expatriates may
decline.

One mgor problem in the sdlection process is determining what criteria should be used to
evauate the success of an international manager: it is not aways clear what condtitutes " success'
on an international management assgnment. Like many other concepts we study in internationd
management, success (or effectiveness) is multi-dimensona and Stuation dependent.  Thus, in
the sdection procedure for international managers, as many as these dimensons as possble
should be congdered. In exploring expatriate assgnments, management researchers have
largely focused on identifying reasons for failure. The research has proliferated lists of persond
characterigtics that might contribute to success. Let us therefore look at the issues of failure,
success and training for expatriate managers.

Expatriate Failure

The most gpparent cause for failure is tha the effect of the new environment on expetriate
performance is usudly ignored. Most frequently the reason for expatriate falure is related to
behaviour and adjustment. Beside job related problems, the mgor problems which act as
causes of expatriate fallure are adjustment-related, family-related, culture-related, and
personality-related. Adjustment-related problems are due to a number of factors. These, and
the way in which they might be overcome, are asfollows:



Sf-oriented:  Expatriates should try to enjoy locd entertainment and leisure time activities.
They should try to cope with stress and to build technica and managerid competence.

Others-oriented: Expatriates should develop loca relationships and a socid network. They
should be willing to communicate with loca people.

Perceptual: Expatriates should be able to see and understand the reasons for loca behaviour
and their own behaviour.

Cultural toughness: Expatriates should see and accept the extent of the differences between
the home and the host countries.

In relation to family-rdated problems, the involvement of the expatriate spouse is very important
in dl phases of the socidisation process. Living abroad may bring the family together or pull it
goat. Both outcomes have sgnificant effects on the expatriate's job performance. We should
not forget that there may be more stress on the spouse and their children than on the expatriate.
The expatriate has the support of fdlow nationds a work. The family may fed isolated and
depend totally on the expatriate for care and comfort. Culture-related problems stem from a
lack of understanding not only of the new, but also the expatriate own cultura setting. Effective
foreign assgnments will not be possible until the expatriate understands the principles of ther
own culture: only then can a person understand and cope with another culture. Culture shock
and reverse culture shock are the main problems faced by expatriates in the early days of their
transfers and returns.  Suggestions on how to cope with culture shock depend on the individud's
gtuation and the degree to which the home and hogt cultures differ. Some suggestions for
coping with culture shock include having a hobby or intere, having a locd mentor,
grengthening family reations, undertaking language training and being open minded. Findly
persondity-related problems can be overcome by training expatriates athough the effectiveness
of this training may be limited. A better solution is to sdect an expatriate manager who has
aready demongtrated sengtivity to towards others.

Expatriate Success
Studies of expatriate success have generdly focused on generating lists of persond

characterigtics that contribute to success. The ligt includes the following characterigtics of
technicd and managerid Kills, inter-persond kills, persondity traits, cultura abilities, family



condderations, language abilities, and the gender of the expatriate. Research, however, has cast
doubt on the importance of such characteristics. For example, previous studies have maintained
that maes are more successful as expdriates than femaes, but the vaidity of this finding is
questionable. After dl, data shows that less than 3% of dl expatriate managers have been
femdes and it has been suggested, therefore, that companies should reconsider their current
reluctance to send women managers abroad. However, care should be taken because there is
a culturd bias agang women as authority figures in certain culturd areas. The assgnment of
fermde managers to certain areas of the world may prove detrimentd to their success. Careful
congderation should be given to the culturd acceptance to women managers in each culture.
Thisis particularly truein regard to the cultures of Japan and some culturesin the Middle East.



Expatriate Training

Training an expatriate is important and necessary not only before, but also during and after their
deployment abroad. We can differentiate among three types of expatriate training programmes:.
pre-departure training, on-site orientation, and repatriation programmes. Pre-departure
traning prepare the expatriate for an assgnment. Frms range in ther pre-departure training
from those who have no programmes (a"snk or swim™ approach) to those having extensve and
comprehendve progranmes.  Japanese firms have more comprehensive expatriate training
programmes than their Western counterparts and research evidence shows, not surprisingly, that
they have fewer expatriate fallures. Pre-departure expectations are important antecedents to
adjusment after arrival.  As knowledge about the new culture increases, the extent of the
expatriate family's culture shock decreases. Most pre-departure training programmes include
technicd and managerid training, culturd training, and language training. All pre-departure
programmes should be planned to aid in an understanding of environmenta differences between
the home and host countries.

On-gte orientation, the support for which should come from both the firm’s headquarters and
from loca mentors, is crucid to an expatriate success. It has been suggested that there should
be severa months of coaching from the manager who the expatriate will replace. Repatriation
programmes are amed at reducing reverse culture shock and furthering the career plans of the
expatriate. The return of the expatriate can be problematic both for the individuad and for the
organization that was finding a new place for this person. Properly integrating returning
expatriates will help to retain capable managers and ensure qudified managers for postions
abroad. Many expatriate decisons and behaviours are affected by their expectations about
ther return home. Much of this burden in planning and implementing repatriation programmes
can be trandferred from human resource departments to assigned mentors for each expatriate at
the headquarters. The above argument suggests that at least two mentors are needed: onein the
host country to help in the adjustment process of the expatriate while he or she is oversess, and
another a home to help reduce the reverse culture shock and ease the repatriation process.

Conclusion

Managers of internationa operaions need to pay close attention to designing organizationa
processes and dructures that fit the requirements of its internationd business drategy. The
implementation of an internationa operations dtrategy and the effective running of operations
requires the effective recruitment, sedection, assgnment, and training of people, the human



resources. Managing human resources a the internationd level isacomplex issue. Managersin
vaious countries and cultures may achieve the same given objectives through various
approaches. There are differences in managerid styles around the world and these differences
are mainly attributed to cultura differences. As we have explained, socio-culturd factors are
congdered as the most important of the influencing variables. In this paper we have consdered
the implications of these nationa and culturd imperatives upon the process of managing people.
In paticular we have concerned oursdves with factors surrounding the expatriation and
socidization of home or third country managers (themselves, internationd business managers).
There are no smple answers or guidelines, but awareness of these issues and potentia problems
for the individud and organization as a whole is criticd in ensuring successful assgnments of
foreign nationals abroad.
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